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Standardization of Term
Social Media in Qualitative International 
Business Research: Challenges
§ The validity of data – Unlike traditional research methods, on social media 
participants typically tend to be anonymous or use pseudonyms 
(Christopher, 2009), making it difficult to confirm the authenticity of the data.
§ Data sources – A fundamental difference between data obtained from 
traditional face-to-face interviews and those gathered via social media is 
that the researcher has to generate interview data. In the case of social 
media data, although it can be produced (e.g., online surveys, chats, virtual 
conferences, focus groups, etc.), it can also be the result of self-generated 
users content.
§ Digital divide – The use of social media might exclude some members of a 
society who do not have access to or are uncomfortable with their use.
§ Digital texts – The type of data available on social media platforms, which 
frequently contain new forms of digital texts (Urquhart & Vaast, 2012), can 
be a challenge. For instance, it is quite common to find emails, chat threads, 
images, wikis, avatars, YouTube clips, microblog posts, and 
emoticons/emojis on these platforms.
Social Media in Qualitative International 
Business Research: Challenges cont…
§ Ethics – According to Ackland (2013), there are three leading ethical concerns 
relating to research using social media as a research tool:
– Informed consent – Given some of the concerns mentioned earlier, it is just not realistic to 
obtain the permission of everyone on a social networking site. For instance, when web-
crawling for data from social media sites, the volume of data is often substantial. Trying to 
obtain consent from every contributor or author of the data, let alone verify their identity, is 
impractical.
– Making the distinction between public and private – The difference between these two 
spheres can become a lot fuzzier in online environments. For instance, bloggers may 
reveal personal information about themselves in a public manner, but with the belief, they 
are only interacting with a small group of people.
– Participant anonymity – When using social media as a research tool, it is frequently not 
clear when to grant anonymity to participants. For instance, in the first author’s study of 
internationalization of MNEs from Angola and Mozambique, many of the data gathered 
from the executives were from LinkedIn and Facebook. The first author collected this data 
by asking questions and reading of their blogs, requesting them to provide additional 
evidence about themselves, to confirm the authenticity of the subjects and validity of their 
data, and also to assist in our research population selection criteria (Ameripour et al., 
2010).
Social Media in Qualitative International 
Business Research: Challenges cont…
§ Levels of access – In traditional face-to-face interviews, the level at which a 
researcher enters an organization is critical (Wasko, Teigland, Leidner, & 
Jarvenpaa, 2011) and will affect the researcher’s ability to move around the place.
§ New types of behavior – Researchers may experience unique types of demeanor 
in social media that are not usually found in face-to-face interviews. For instance, 
behavior such as “flaming” (Papacharissi, 2002), “lurking,” or “whispering” (Garcia, 
Standlee, Bechkoff, & Cui, 2009) can occur only in social media.
§ Sheer volume of data – The most obvious challenge in using qualitative data from 
social media platforms is the large volume of data typically available. Although 
qualitative research already tends to produce large amounts of data (Myers, 2013), 
the size of the social media data set can be very daunting. For instance, Twitter 
generates about 6000 tweets per second, which corresponds to over 350,000 
tweets sent per minute, 500 million tweets per day and around 200 billion tweets 
per year.
§ Visual Cues – In traditional face-to-face interviews, there may be a variety of cues 
generated by both parties in the social encounter.
Designing Qualitative Research 
Integrating Social Media as 
Research Methods
Sample Case: Research in Angola 
and Mozambique (2016)
To conduct this study, we used a variety of data gathering
techniques, including netnography, also known as virtual
ethnography or online ethnography (Kozinets, 2010).
Netnography is a form of ethnography that involves participation
and interaction with community members over the Internet, which
in our study; we relied on LinkedIn and Facebook. The authors
obtained textual data from other sources as well including blog
posts, discussion forums, and a community of practice website
from Angola.
Data Sources Originated from or 
through the Use of Social Media
Recommended Data Analysis 
Protocol

